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College-Level Choice of Latino  
high School Students:  
A Social-Cognitive Approach 
Laura	M.	Gonzalez
Latino students attend 2-year colleges more often than 4-year colleges. This 
has an impact on the rate of bachelor’s degree attainment, because the trans-
fer rate between the 2 levels is low. The author uses national data to identify 
predictors associated with college-level choice and then uses social-cognitive 
career theory (Lent, Brown, & hackett, 1994) to frame counseling implications.
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Los estudiantes Latinos se matriculan con más frecuencia en estudios univer-
sitarios de 2 años que en estudios de 4 años. esto produce un impacto en el 
porcentaje de obtención de licenciaturas, porque la tasa de transferencia entre 
ambos niveles es baja. el autor emplea datos a nivel nacional para identificar 
predictores asociados con la elección del nivel de estudios universitarios, y 
después emplea la teoría social cognitiva de las carreras (Lent, Brown, & 
hackett, 1994) para formular las implicaciones para la consejería.
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demographic and academic factors
Demographic	factors	suggested	in	the	literature	as	having	a	relationship	to	
college	choice	for	Latinos	include	SES,	generation	of	immigration,	educational	
legacy	 in	 the	 family,	and	 language	proficiency	(Bailey	et	al.,	2005;	Bohon,	
Macpherson,	&	Atiles,	2005;	Duran,	1983;	Fry,	2002;	Hagy	&	Staniec,	2002;	










American	undergraduate	 students	 enroll	 initially	 in	 community	 colleges,	
whereas	40%	to	55%	of	Latino	undergraduate	students	do	so	(Bailey	et	al.,	
2005;	 Fry,	 2002).	O’Connor	 (2009)	 found	 that	 whereas	 low-SES	 students	
(Latino,	European	American,	and	African	American)	had	similar	tendencies	

















Certainly,	 undocumented	 students	 living	 in	poverty	 have	 very	 difficult	 cir-
cumstances	and	a	low	rate	of	college	attendance	(Perez,	2010).	Researchers	










National	Center	 for	Education	Statistics	 [NCES],	n.d.-b)	data	 showed	 that	
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the	educational	choices	of	Latinos—through	a	social-cognitive	lens.	Social-
cognitive	 career	 theory	 (SCCT;	Lent,	 Brown,	&	Hackett,	 1994)	 originally	
addressed	 career	 choices,	 but	 educational	 choices	 are	 a	 logical	 direction	


































variables,	 such	 as	 SES,	 language	 spoken	 at	 home,	 and	 academic	 profile,	

































Program	 for	 International	 Student	Assessment	 (Adams	&	Wu,	 2002).	The	









as	 native	 language,	 gender),	 (b)	 background	 contextual	 variables	 (family	
SES,	country	of	student’s	birth,	percentage	of	free	and	reduced-price	lunch	
programs	at	the	high	school),	(c)	learning	experiences	(highest	level	of	high	
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Latino	 students	 to	 begin	 their	 postsecondary	 education	 in	 2-year	 colleges	
Table 1
logistic Regression Results for Study Variables
Variable
Intercept
Academic program in high school
Vocational program in high school
highest high school matha
Plans to take SAT/ACTb
Low expenses important factor
Curriculum important factor
Living at home important factorc
Academic reputation important factor
easy admissions important factord
Student’s expectations for attainmente
gender
first language english
Parent’s aspirations for student
english as a second language test score quartiles
family SeS quartiles
Student born in u.S. or not
Percentage free lunch program at high school
discussed going to college with parentsf
Teacher expectations for the student
Can do difficult math problems
Can learn something hard
Can do well on english assignments
Keep studying difficult material
Can learn things well
Re
Note. Re = regression estimate; SAT = Scholastic Assessment Test; ACT = American College 
Test; SeS = socioeconomic status.
aodds of 4-year college = 1.6. bodds of 4-year college = 3.7. codds of 2-year college = 1.8. 
dodds of 2-year college = 2.1. eodds of 4-year college = 1.6. fodds of 4-year college = 1.5.











 0.76**  
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mental	 support	 to	navigate	 the	 college	admissions	process	 (Zarate,	 2007).	
Counselors	who	accept	an	advocacy	role	with	historically	underrepresented	






in the planning process.
Second,	counselors	and	educators	can	engender	predisposition	to	college	
by	encouraging	high	expectations	for	all	students	and	frequent	discussions	
with	parents	 (the	borderline	 significant	 variable).	The	 lack	of	 similar	 role	
models,	messages	 about	 low	expectations,	 and	 fewer	opportunities	 for	pa-
rental	involvement	can	interfere	with	the	important	work	of	empowering	all	
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important	in	choosing	an	academic	institution)	as	associated	with	the	deci-
sion	to	attend	a	2-year	college.	However,	the	rationale	behind	those	choices	
is	 not	 clear.	 The	 preference	 to	 live	 at	 home	may	 be	 related	 to	 concerns	
about	finances	or	to	strong	family	loyalty	and	cultural	values	that	emphasize	














tributions	 (e.g.,	 need	 easy	 admissions	 standards).	 The	 disempowering	
influence	of	 structural	 racism	and	classism	 is	 important	 to	 identify	 and	
dispute	if	it	has	an	impact	on	a	student’s	choices.	Counselors	are	encour-
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